Introduction
Spas have become a pertinent cultural force, influencing not only how consumers manage their health, appearance, and stress, but also how consumers socialize, spiritualize, travel, and work (Scott, 2005) . As interest in physical well-being increases, spa therapy has become popular among consumers and has been recommended by many medical specialists. The American International Spa Association (ISPA) defines a spa as an entity devoted to enhancing overall well-being through a variety of professional services that encourage renewal of the mind, body, and spirit. At one time, a spa generally referred to a place used for a social gathering, for relaxing, and taking a bath (Lund, 2000a) . At present, the term "spa" is mainly associated with a healthy lifestyle and a place people use for multiple purposes. The concept and uses of a spa have broadened to include relaxation, healing, pleasure, rehabilitation, and socialization in a convivial atmosphere. Spa services have exploded over recent decades. The ISPA -a globally recognized professional organization with more than 2,700 members from 75 countries -classified spas into seven categories based upon their location and services offered (Thorsteinsdottir, 2005) . According to ISPA 2006 research, day spas are the largest spa category in the USA with 10,988 locations (80 percent) nationwide. The other spa categories are, in descending order; hotel and resort spas (1,218 locations, 9 percent); medical spas (915 locations, 7 percent); club spas (484 locations, 4 percent); mineral spring spas (77 locations, 0.6 percent); and destination spas (71 locations, 0.5 percent).
The spa industry is the fourth largest leisure industry in the USA (Monteson and Singer, 2004) . Spas generated revenues of $9.7 billion in 2005 ( Jana, 2007) . According to the ISPA, there were 13,757 spas in the USA in 2006, up from 10,128 in 2004, giving rise to an 18 percent annual increase (ISPA, 2006b) . In 2005, 131 million Americans visited spas, and this is close to a 9 percent annual increase from the 109 million spa visitors in the previous year (ISPA, 2006b ). There are more than 150 million active spa goers worldwide, of which 32.2 million are Americans, who experience spa benefits more actively than people in other countries (ISPA, 2006b) . Spa visits have become a social trend in contemporary American life.
The increasing demand for spa services has led many full-service hotels to extend their spa facilities. Spas have emerged as profit centers capable of having confounding effects on the financial statements of hotels. Foster and Mandelbaum (2005) analyzed the operating statements of 88 hotels offering spa services. In 2004, hotel spas generated average revenues of $2,076 per available room. The same study also indicated that while spas increased their revenues by 3.4 percent per occupied room, golf revenues decreased by 2.1 percent. In addition, Mandelbaum (2007) reported that health club revenues increased by an annual average of 4.1 percent between 1999 and 2005, whereas golf revenues declined by 1.27 percent over the same period. The results indicate the clear shift in leisure preferences from golf to spas, and the bright future for the spa industry.
As spa visits become appealing to an increasing number of consumers, spa facilities are now a must-have item in upscale lodging properties. However, despite the significance of the spa segment to the hospitality industry, the uniqueness of this market has been largely overlooked in hospitality literature. This study, thus fills a research gap in the literature by identifying market segments for spa goers. More specifically, this research has the following three objectives:
(1) to identify the set of benefits sought by spa goers; (2) to classify spa goers into different groups based on the benefits sought; and (3) to assess the differences between the perceived importance and the performance of spa services, using an importance -performance analysis.
It is hoped that this study can help managers of spa businesses understand the diverse motivations of spa goers and thereby identify potential target markets.
Literature review
Benefit segmentation Consumers differ greatly in terms of their desires. Consumers may desire different benefits from the same product, service, or market offering. Backman (1994) noted that segmenting heterogeneous customers into homogeneous sub-groups on the basis Analysis of spa goers of similar characteristics enables marketers to identify the similarities and differences among the customer groups. Several marketing researchers suggested that benefit segmentation is a powerful tool for grouping heterogeneous consumers. Benefit segmentation is a technique to differentiate and group customers on the basis of the benefits they desire or seek. Loker and Perdue (1992) argued that benefit segmentation predicts behavior better than demographic or geographic segmentation. It has been proposed that the benefits, when they are present as attributes of a product or service, may cause consumers to purchase the product or service, rather than merely describe who they are as consumers in terms of socio-economic, demographic, or psychographic data. By having knowledge of the benefits sought by customers, a marketer no longer needs to guess which stimulus might induce consumers to buy a particular product or service.
Introducing benefit segmentation as a technique for market segmentation Haley (1968, p. 31) stated that:
[. . .] the belief underlying this segmentation strategy is that the benefits which people are seeking in consuming a given product are the basic reasons for the existence of true market segments.
Haley's pragmatic view on using benefit segmentation is that it can be used as a tool to improve communication with different customer groups within the total market. This proposition has been supported by a number of researchers (Andereck and Caldwell, 1994; Donnelly et al., 1996; Floyd and Gramann, 2000; Gitelson and Kerstetter, 1990; Tan and Lo, 2008) .
Providing further support for the use of benefit segmentation, Lewis (1981) emphasized the combination of sensory, rational, and emotional benefits that are expected from a product or service. Lewis considered other descriptive factors to be poor predictors of whether people will actually buy or intend to buy a particular product or service. Bonn (1984) also grouped the market using a combination of the social aspects of benefits (e.g. to be with friends; to be with others who enjoy the same things) and other sensory experiences (e.g. to be in nature). Driver and Bruns (1999) argued that a leisure seeker's desire for a satisfying psychological experience reflects their motivation for leisure activities. The benefits they seek were classified into one of the following categories:
. a desirable change in the condition of individuals or groups of individuals;
. maintenance of a desired condition; and . realization of a satisfying psychological experience.
In a similar vein Manfredo et al. (1983) stated that different setting attributes, management actions, and activities cause people to be satisfied with a particular activity. Frochot and Morrison (2000) reviewed several articles that used benefits as the basis for segmentation in tourism literature, explaining the potential advantages and disadvantages of using this segmentation method. They argued that benefit segmentation is most helpful in designing and modifying facilities and attractions, vacation packages, and service quality management in tourism markets. Conversely, they also identified the instability of benefit segments over time; since trends and other IJCHM 22, 5 situational factors may influence the benefits sought from a destination. The authors recommended periodic updating of the benefit segmentation analysis.
In a review of market segmentation literature related to the hospitality industry, Bowen (1998) emphasized the use of benefit attributes as a basis for segmenting consumer markets in the hospitality industry. He suggested that benefit segmentation allows a clear understanding of consumer behavior and a better focus on the products and services required in the different market segments. Similarly, Tan and Lo (2008) supported the effectiveness of using benefit variables to segment the customers of specialty coffeehouses. The authors argued that the benefit variables identified in their study could be useful to managers of specialty coffeehouses when customizing marketing strategies to meet the needs of different market segments.
Importance-performance analysis Importance-performance analysis (IPA) is a simple and useful technique for evaluating two dimensions of customer attributes: perceived importance and performance level. Since Martilla and James (1977) first introduced IPA to marketing literature, it has become a vital marketing tool not only in service-based industries but also in researching health, education, tourism, and hotel and food services (Alberty and Mihalik, 1989; Dolinsky, 1991; Duke and Persia, 1996; Farnum and Hall, 2007; Jang et al., 2009; Zhang and Chow, 2004) . Over the last three decades, the applications of IPA have broadened and become more popular among researchers, due to its simplicity and effectiveness, for identifying customer attributes of perceived importance and performance (Farnum and Hall, 2007; Kyet et al., 1994; Matzler et al., 2003; Oh, 2001) . Researchers and practitioners in the field of hospitality have applied IPA to the identification of critical factors in customer satisfaction survey data on products and services. For example, Martin (1995) used IPA to examine service providers' perceptions of customers' expectations regarding service quality in the hotel industry. Duke and Persia (1996) examined the performance of national escorted tours using IPA, affirming that IPA can provide an insight into customer evaluations on critical issues in the tourism industry. Similarly, Zhang and Chow (2004) Although IPA is a valuable technique, there are some shortcomings. One of the limitations of IPA is that it treats a sample as a homogenous group, which may diminish the accuracy of the results when customers differ in terms of the importance ratings they allocate to product or service attributes . Guadagnolo (1985) suggested an alternative by examining the importance and performance differences based on demographic and situational characteristics. Hendricks et al. (2004) used IPA with benefit segmentation to examine the motives and benefits sought by participants in outdoor recreation. They suggested that visitors with different recreation experience preferences (different benefits sought) could evaluate importance and performance differently, so applying IPA to benefit segmentation could enhance the analysis.
Several researchers supported that the use of IPA in conjunction with benefit segmentation provides enlightening information for researchers and managers alike (Hendricks et al., 2004; Vaske et al., 1996) . Therefore, this study adopts the approach of Analysis of spa goers combining IPA with benefit segmentation to understand the benefits sought by spa goers and to help enhance the efforts made by managers.
Methodology
Survey and data collection A total of 34 benefit variables (important reasons for visiting a spa) were identified through a three-stage process. First, an extensive review of spa literature was conducted to identify the benefits sought by spa goers. The words frequently cited in the literature were selected to narrow the list of benefit attributes. Content validity of those preliminary items was then evaluated by a panel of experts; consisting of two spa professionals and three faculty members from a hospitality business school. A prior decision rule was applied in which at least four judges had to agree in order for a particular item to be included. The judges were also asked to edit the questionnaire items to enhance clarity and readability. Subsequently, a pilot test was conducted to assess how well the research instrument captured the constructs it was supposed to measure, and to test the comprehension of the questionnaire items. The participants in the pilot test were asked to rate the importance of each item on a ten-point scale. If the average score for a particular item was below five, the item was considered to be insignificant. Such items were then eliminated from the questionnaire in order to increase the response rate and provide closer insight on the data collected. In addition, a five-point scale was used for the primary survey in order to collect more accurate data on perceptions, as some respondents encountered difficulties distinguishing the difference between neighboring numbers such as 3 and 4, or 6 and 7. Based on the input gathered from the panel of experts, and the results of the pilot study conducted at a hotel spa, 13 variables were eliminated. The variables eliminated were "to receive beauty treatment," "to regulate body weight," "to rejuvenate," "to cleanse," "to look more attractive," "to feel better about myself," "to be spiritual," "to eat healthy food," "to improve eating habits," "to learn about nutrition," "to learn about healthy living," "to receive a personal challenge," "to commune with nature," "to be nurtured," and "to improve athletic skill." As a result, a total of 21 benefit variables were included in the survey questionnaire (Table I) .
A four-page questionnaire was developed to determine the benefit variables for spa goers (important reasons for visiting a spa), performance variables (how well the spa performed on these benefit variables), and demographic questions. A five-point Likert scale was used to measure the benefit and performance variables. For the benefit variables, the scale ranged from (1 -very unimportant to 5 -very important) while the performance variables ranged from (1 -very poor performance 1 to 5 -very good performance). Fill-in-the blanks or categorical questions were used for demographic questions.
Data were collected at selected hotel spas in Houston, Texas in 2007. The researchers contacted the directors or managers of the hotel spas, and were granted permission to survey the spa customers over a period of one month. The surveys were conducted in a hotel guestroom. To increase response rates, the names of all respondents were entered into a draw to win either a $120 aromatherapy body massage, or one of two, $120 facial massage gift certificates. Of the 250 questionnaires distributed, 235 surveys were collected onsite, of which 21 were discarded due to a large number of missing values. In the end, IJCHM 22,5 a total of 214 questionnaires were used for the data analysis, yielding an effective response rate of 85.6 percent.
Data analysis SPSS 14.0 was used to perform descriptive analysis, factor analysis, cluster analysis, ANOVA, IPA, and t-tests. After the descriptive data were analyzed, Cronbach's alpha test was performed to measure the reliability of each benefit variable (George and Mallery, 2006) . The reliability test indicated that all the benefit variables were highly reliable for further analysis, as Cronbach's alpha coefficients for the 21 variables ranged from 0.906 to 0.913 (Hair et al., 1998) .
A factor analysis was applied to explore the dimensions underlying the benefits sought by spa goers. Subsequently, a two-step cluster analysis was used to classify Analysis of spa goers spa goers into different groups using benefit factors as grouping variables. A hierarchical cluster analysis was first performed to understand the underlying structure of spa goers; a K-means cluster analysis was then used, after the number of clusters had been identified during the hierarchical cluster analysis process (Everitt, 1993; George and Mallery, 2006; Mitchell, 1993) . These clusters of spa goers were compared to the different constructs found in the factor analysis, and to other demographic categories. ANOVA analysis was used to compare the mean differences among the cluster groups and factors. A post-hoc Tukey test was also applied to identify where the exact differences among the clusters existed. Finally, x 2 -tests were performed against the clusters and classification data.
The next step was to develop IP grids for each cluster of spa goers:
(1) identifying the expectations of spa goers; (2) measuring the importance of these expectations; (3) measuring the performance of the spa; and (4) interpreting the ratings in a two-dimensional visual grid.
The vertical axis of the grid indicates the customer's perceived importance of the benefit variables, and the horizontal axis shows the product's performance in relation to these variables. Each variable was positioned in one of the four quadrants of the IP grid. Quadrant A included variables considered important by spa goers but performed poorly, suggesting that the spa needs to concentrate its efforts on improving these attributes. The variables in Quadrant B were rated as being of high importance and delivered with high performance. These attribute were considered as strengths, which the spa should strive to maintain. Quadrant C contained variables low in both importance and performance, while Quadrant D included variables that were of low importance but high performance. The variables in Quadrant D can be interpreted as possible overkill, because they seemed to provide services that customers did not perceive as being important. Finally, t-tests were conducted to determine whether a significant difference existed between perceived importance and performance in relation to the list of benefit variables.
Results and discussion
In total, 60 zip codes were reported from the 214 responses. Nearly, 40 percent of respondents who visited the spas came from seven zip code areas, while 18 percent were from out-of-state. Three zip code areas had an average house price of over $370,000: 7,7056 ($403K), 7,7024 ($4,03K), and 7,7005 ($3,73K). In addition, spa goers from these three areas had high-average incomes: more than $80,000. This indicates that the participating spas are located in a wealthy neighborhood. The average household income of the other four zip code areas also exceeded the average income in Houston of $34,808. The top seven occupations of the survey respondents were as follows:
(1) housewife (7.48 percent); (2) accounting/finance (5.61 percent); (3) sales (5.14 percent); (4) attorney (4.67 percent); IJCHM 22,5
(5) student (4.67 percent); (6) consultant (3.27 percent), real estate professional (3.27 percent); and (7) teacher (2.34 percent).
The occupation question was open-ended to determine exactly who visits the spa. An interesting finding was that students used the spa services and were the fourth largest customer group. For subsequent analysis, over 100 identified occupations were categorized into the following groups:
. housewife;
. medical professional;
. non-profit;
. professional;
. student;
. technical; and other.
In order to explore the dimensions underlying the benefits sought by spa goers, a factor analysis was performed on the 21 benefit variables (Table II) . The purpose of the factor analysis was to reduce the large number of variables to a smaller set of uncorrelated variables for subsequent cluster analysis. Varimax rotation was chosen because of its ability to clearly separate factors. Using factor loading values, with 0.4 as cut-off, the 21 benefit variables were reduced to 17 variables. The four variables removed were "for self-indulgence," "to experience solitude," "to live a healthy/wellness life style," and Analysis of spa goers "to feel young." Cronbach's alpha test measured the reliability of each factor, and all of the factor variables; alpha scores ranging from 0.75 to 0.91 were deemed reliable for further analysis (Hair et al., 1998) . Through this process, four underlying factors were identified:
(1) social; (2) relaxing; (3) healthy; and (4) rejuvenating.
The first factor, "social", consisted of six variables including:
(1) to enjoy with family; (2) to enjoy with friends; (3) to enjoy a special occasion; (4) to have fun; (5) to experience adventure; and (6) to meet other health-conscious people.
This social factor illustrated the desire to share a special, pleasant experience with family and friends while relaxing and meeting other health-conscious people in a spa setting. The second factor, "relaxing," included the following five variables:
(1) to feel relaxed; (2) to be calm; (3) to relieve stress; (4) to escape from daily life; and (5) to be pampered.
This factor indicated the desire to relieve stress in a tranquil setting and to escape the drudgery of daily life. Three variables were listed under the third factor, "healthy":
(1) to improve physical health; (2) to feel healthier; and (3) to improve mental health.
This factor equated the spa experience with improving mental and physical health. The last factor, "rejuvenating," consisted of three variables:
(1) to feel refreshed; (2) to enjoy; and (3) to improve appearance.
This factor focused on experiences that renew the spirit. After the major dimensions underlying the benefits sought from spa visits were established, spa goers who valued similar benefits were grouped together. Using a cluster IJCHM 22,5 analysis, spa goers were segmented into three cluster groups based on the benefit variables (Table III) . These cluster groups were:
(1) escapists; (2) neutralists; and (3) hedonists with sample sizes of 94, 26, and 94, respectively.
Escapists showed higher mean scores on the relaxing factor (m ¼ 4.48). They were also interested in experiencing ways to improve their health (m ¼ 3.95), and in rejuvenating themselves (m ¼ 3.99). On the other hand, compared to escapists and hedonists, neutralists had the lowest mean scores for all factors. They wanted to feel relaxed and to relieve stress, but did not want to socialize while receiving a spa treatment. The third group, hedonists, showed the highest mean scores across all four factors: (1) In summary, two primary groups -escapists and hedonists -receive multiple benefits from spa visits. Escapists seek a quiet atmosphere to maximize their relaxation. Conversely, hedonists seek excitement and interaction with others for socialization, relaxation, health, and rejuvenation. The orthogonal characteristics of these two groups may cause a collision of desires in a spa setting. Therefore, it may be necessary to make a quiet area for the escapists so that they can relax without being disturbed by the hedonists. This would lead to higher levels of satisfaction for both clusters. Neutralists are a rather small subset, but an effort still needs to be made to build loyalty within this group. In order to provide additional distinctive information about the three segmented groups, a x 2 analysis was performed on the clusters and the five demographic characteristics. As shown in Table IV , there were significant differences among the three clusters in terms of gender and education. Females tend to seek socialization from spa services, while male spa goers demand solitude in a spa setting. People with higher education are more likely to visit spas. Nearly, 53. of the neutralists, and 28.9 percent of the hedonists have graduate or advanced level degrees. Highly-educated spa goers could primarily be categorized as escapists, rather than neutralists or hedonists. x 2 -tests showed that there were no significant differences according to family status, age, and occupations. With regards to family status, 63.8 percent of the escapists, 84 percent of the neutralists, and 68.1 percent of the hedonists were married or living with a significant other. Respondents between 36 and 45 years of age were the main users of the spa services, comprising 34, 34.6, and 31.2 percent of escapists, neutralists, and hedonists, respectively. In terms of occupation, professionals turned out to be the number one users of spa services, followed by housewives.
Subsequently, IPA was conducted on the importance benefit variables of each cluster and the results were compared to the performance attributes for each cluster. Figure 1 shows the results of IPA for the entire population comprising escapists, neutralists, and hedonists. Based on the mean score of the 21 benefit variables, IP grids Good work Notes: A = to relieve stress; B = to feel relaxed; C = to escape from daily life; D = to be calm; E = to be pampered; F = for self-indulgence; G = to improve mental health; H = to improve physical health; I = to feel healthier; J = to enjoy with friends; K = to enjoy with family; L = to enjoy special occasion; M = to have fun; N = to meet other health-conscious people; O = to experience adventure; P = to experience solitude; Q = to improve appearance; R = to live a healthy/wellness life style; S = to feel refreshed; T = to enjoy; U = to feel young Analysis of spa goers for each cluster were provided separately, and the average of the variable scores for the clusters was used for the overall IP grid. Grid crosshairs met at a mid-point of 3.0, dividing the quadrant equally and making it easy to discern variable scores on the IP grid. For the entire population of spa goers, 19 out of the 21 benefit variables were considered to be important attributes for visiting the spas. The two other variables: "to experience adventure" and "to meet other health-conscious people" were perceived as being less important. By separately analyzing IP grids based on clusters, differences were found among the groups of escapists, neutralists, and hedonists. The grids for escapists and neutralists have similar patterns. Similarities between these two groups mainly emerged from the fact that socialization benefit variables such as "to enjoy with family," "to experience adventure," and "to meet other health-conscious people," rated in the "low priority" quadrant for both. According to both groups, "to enjoy with friends" was over-emphasized as it was rated in the lower right side of the quadrant. In addition, the variables "to relive stress," "to feel relaxed," "to be calm," and "to be pampered" were perceived as being important. Despite sharing some similar attributes, differences also exist between the two clusters. For instance, the following 12 benefit variables were important to the escapist group:
(1) to escape from daily life; (2) for self-indulgence; (3) to improve mental health; (4) to improve physical health; (5) to feel healthier; (6) to enjoy a special occasion; (7) to have fun; (8) to experience solitude; (9) to improve appearance; (10) to live a healthy/wellness life style; (11) to feel refreshed; and (12) to enjoy.
Conversely, the neutralist group rated these 12 variables on the over-emphasis quadrant, which suggested that they perceived these variables to be less important. Surprisingly, the hedonists considered all the 21 benefit variables to be important and rated them in the upper right of Quadrant B.
Overall, the most important benefit variables across the three clusters were "to relieve stress" and "to feel relaxed." The least important attribute was "to meet other health-conscious people." The best performance was found to be "a relaxing environment" whereas the worst performance appeared to be "to meet other health-conscious people." In summary, the importance attribute among spa goers and the corresponding performance by the spas had approximately similar scores. This indicates that the hotel spas under investigation provided appropriate services to meet the expectations of their customers.
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Finally, a series of t-tests were performed on the importance and performance variables of the 21 benefit variables for the three groups. For the escapists, the spas significantly out-performed in 14 out of 18 benefit variables; and significantly under-performed in one benefit variable: "to feel relaxed." This may be partly due to the mixing of the escapist and hedonist groups. The escapists want a peaceful environment while the hedonists want to socialize during their spa experience. For the neutralists, the spas out-performed in 19 out of 21 variables, meeting expectations in the other two variables. The spas met the expectations of the hedonists in all 21 variables, with none exceeding expectations.
Conclusion and implications
This study shows the four major benefit dimensions sought by spa goers: social, relaxation, health, and rejuvenation. Previous studies identified some of these factors but they did not statistically support the findings (Plumer, 2007; Spa Finder, 2007; Tabacchi, and The Survey Research Institute, 2004/2005) . The results of this study confirm that spa goers are indeed seeking a variety of benefits from their spa visits. Although the benefit factors identified in this study can be considered exploratory in nature, they will enable spa managers or marketers to understand why people go to spas. This should allow them to improve, add to, or remove services in order to best meet the needs of their customers.
This study supports the effectiveness of segmenting spa goers based on the benefits sought. The results of a cluster analysis show that spa goers can be grouped into three distinct segments according to benefit variables: escapists, neutralists, and hedonists. Past studies support the concept of hedonists and term them "pleasure seekers" (ISPA, 2006a; Williams and Leavy, 2006/2007) . This study prefers to call this group "hedonists" due to their extreme responses. For this group, "social" rated 4.36 on a five-point Likert scale; "relaxing" 4.78; "healthy" 4.65; and "rejuvenating" 4.78 -indicating that they had the highest expectations compared to the other two groups. In contrast, the escapists want to relax and rejuvenate. This is referred to in the literature as "cocooning" (Brown, 2007) . A concern in relation to the design of spas is that the two groups -hedonists and escapists -share the same public areas, which may lead to particular dissatisfaction for those who are trying to escape. Finally, the neutralists only want to relax and are not concerned with socializing, improving their health, or rejuvenating. With their narrow focus, this group of spa goers may view spa services as a commodity, rather than a unique experience. Hence, it is suggested that spas should use adaptive strategies, rather than change strategies, for this less passionate customer group.
This study also examined the differences between the three segments, based on their demographic characteristics. Among the three clusters, significant differences were found between men and women. Men were primarily escapists, whereas women were mainly hedonists. This means that men did not visit spas for the purposes of socialization while women leaned more towards that purpose. This finding also suggests that men want to be separated from other spa goers. The other significant finding is in the area of the education level of the clusters of spa goers. The results of the study indicate that the more educated a person is, the more likely that he or she will be an escapist rather than a neutralist or a hedonist.
Analysis of spa goers
The subsequent IPA shows how each segment perceives the benefits of spa services, and whether such benefits meet their expectations. The escapists and the neutralists felt that the spas significantly out-performed in a variety of areas while the hedonists felt that the spas just met their needs. The only negative area of significance for the escapists was the benefit variable: "to escape from daily life." This group of spa goers felt that they should have a cocooning experience and the spas did not meet their expectations in this regard. This may partly be due to the fact that the spas mixed the escapists and hedonists in the same area before the spa treatments. It is essential that these two groups are kept separated because of their different expectations from a spa visit. It is only by segmenting the market that spa professionals can determine the wants and needs of each subgroup in their target market.
Approximately, 25 percent of the respondents did not answer an open-ended question regarding their occupation. This was a very unusual occurrence of this study. To all the other questions the response rates were over 96 percent. After reviewing the data with the directors of the participating hotel spas, it was concluded that homemakers and retirees did not respond to this particular question. The researchers should have stated that being a homemaker or a retiree is considered to be an occupation. This open-ended question was asked to determine exactly who was visiting the spas when they were under observation. A unique finding was that many students visited the spas on a regular basis. This led the researchers to wonder who was paying for their spa treatment. Did the students use their disposable income for spa treatments? Did their parents or spouse pay for the treatment? Did parents visit with students? Such questions led the researchers to recommend that the spas should market programs directly to students, or to their parents or spouses.
Without asking the open-ended question about occupation, this segment of the market would never have been identified.
In conclusion, this study supports the effectiveness of the use of IPA in conjunction with benefit segmentation. Marketers operating in the spa industry can gain insight into the diverse needs and wants of spa goers through benefit-based IPA. However, the results of this study should be interpreted cautiously and considered tentatively until they are replicated by a larger spa population. In addition, this study used a cross-sectional research design in which respondents were surveyed over a specific time period. Customer perceptions and benefit preferences may not be the same outside the survey period, and they may change over time. Future study can adopt a longitudinal approach to investigate temporal changes in the benefits sought by spa goers. Currently, there are very few benchmark studies on spas to aid in the understanding of this promising market segment, and to identify any trends that can be generalized throughout the spa industry. It is hoped that this study will stimulate much-needed research on spas in hospitality literature.
